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Objective – This study investigates the nature of community safety in a rural housing area. The types of home safety 
control mechanisms were also investigated. 
Methodology/Technique – Face-to-face interviews were conducted on a randomly selected sample of 87 residents in a 
rural area located in the Northern region of Malaysia. 
Findings – Results show that the feeling of safety is quite high.  Females are found to be more fearful than men. The 
study also found that more than half of the residents used special window/door grills for home safety control.  As expected, 
the level of feeling very unsafe living at home alone after dark was double when their home was not protected by special 
windows or door grills. 
Novelty – The results of this study are important and provide the police with information on how they can get involved 
to help improve community safety. Future studies should investigate the type of crimes and experiences of crime 
victimization using the International Crime Victim Survey (ICVS). 
Type of Paper: Empirical 
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1. Introduction 
Everybody desires to live in a safe community, but a high crime rate can result in fear among people living 
in a community (Jahic & Mitrani, 2010). For instance, the high rate of crime in Malaysian public housing, such 
as snatch thefts, robberies, muggings, and property and street crime can cause fear among the people living in 
a community (Sulaiman et al., 2014). To reduce the crime rate and help communities to feel safe, the Malaysian 
government has considered community safety to be one of its major agenda items. This has led to the 
introduction of the Unit Rondaan Bermotosikal (URB)/Motorcycle Patrol Unit and Kelab Rukun Tetangga 
(KRT)/Neighbourhood Watch Club in Malaysia to help communities feel safe. Although statistically, the crime 
rate has fallen by 40% since 2011, the national Perception of Crime Indicator (PCI) continues to chart high 
levels of fear among Malaysians (Cheng, 2016). Similarly, the Independent Police Complaints and Misconduct 
Commission reported that people feel that the Royal Malaysian Police (RMP) does not care about the public 
concern for personal safety but that the RMP are rather focused more on criminal cases (Sulaiman et al., 2014). 
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In addition, the Roadmap of Government Transformation Program 2010 indicated that the sense of fear of 
crime among Malaysians is as high as 89% (Sakip et al., 2016). This suggests that fear of crime is a critical 
area for academic research and policy debate that has consequences beyond a “deep-seated sense of personal 
anxiety” (Hale, 1996).  
Despite that, empirical evidence on people’s feeling of safety and types of safety mechanisms used has 
rarely surfaced in the literature. The few studies that have considered these feelings in Malaysia (e.g., Mohit 
& Hannan, 2012; Sakip et al., 2016), Turkey (Jahic & Mitrani, 2010), the US (Roman & Ghalfin, 2008) and 
Canada (Rollwagen, 2016) have largely focused on urban areas. Moreover, unlike urban areas, rural areas are 
less densely populated, greater informal social control in rural areas could lead to the increase the fear of crime 
among people living in the community.  
In rural areas, people depend on changeable environmental conditions and, in times of drought and flood, 
survival becomes extremely problematic. Rural areas are mostly without gated community housing 
developments and comprise aged people living on small fixed incomes. Such people are physically weaker 
and likely to be more fearful of crime, and police lack interest in dealing with crimes in rural areas. In fact, 
rural crime is more difficult to control than urban crime (Smith, 2010).  
The earliest theories in American criminology reflect predominantly rural, small-town backgrounds, and 
rural communities and towns are implicitly taken as the natural social form, providing a stable reference point 
against which urban life could be analysed as an interesting deviation (Weisheit et al., 2006). Yet, 
criminologists have offered little theoretical significance in their analysis of crime in rural area. It is for this 
reason that, rather than investigating the crime rate, the present study investigates people’s feeling of safety 
living in a rural area in a Northern part of Malaysia.  To date, in Malaysia, research on community safety is 
scarce. The body of knowledge that exists in Malaysia on people’s feelings of safety and the types of safety 
mechanisms used by them remains scarce.  Therefore, this paper aims to contribute to the understanding of 
home safety by people living in a rural area by tackling the long-ignored issue of rural safety. 
This paper reports the main findings of people’s feelings of safety and types of home safety mechanisms in 
a rural area in the Northern region of Malaysia.  Eighty-seven participants were interviewed about their 
perceptions of safety, fear of crime and crime prevention measures. This enables the study to understand their 
level of fear of crime and the measures that they took to reduce that fear. 
2. Literature Review 
One dimension of security is security from crime.  Scholars have found that fear of crime has a negative 
impact on individuals and communities (Rollwagen, 2016). Rader (2004) noted that fear of crime is a huge 
phenomenon because it disturbs the daily activities of citizens and interferes with their sense of safety. Fear of 
crime can also inhibit residents from walking in their local neighbourhoods and can affect their health and 
wellbeing (Foster et al., 2012). Therefore, Rader (2004) suggested that addressing the fear of crime should be 
a priority and a part of every security policy. In general, fear of crime is an overarching concept that captures 
both a cognitive dimension (perceived risk of victimization) and an affective dimension (symbols associated 
with crime) (Lorenc et al., 2012). A theoretical explanation by Foster and Giles-Corti (2008) indicated that 
multiple levels, which include individual, social and built environment characteristics, affect how people feel 
safe in a community. 
For instance, individual demographic characteristics, such as age, gender, socio-economic and ethnicity are 
seen as causal factors that influence fear of crime. Hale (1996) suggested that certain social demographic 
groups exhibit a greater fear of crime. Specifically, women and elderly people show greater concern for their 
personal safety because they tend to feel more physically vulnerable.  In addition, Covington and Taylor (1991) 
and Hale (1996) mentioned that ethnic minorities and lower socioeconomic groups tend to be ecologically 
vulnerable because of inadequate financial resources to protect them or their homes against crime and often 
live in neighbourhoods with concentrated deprivation.  
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Similarly, direct or indirect encounters with crime can also induce a greater fear of crime, with those 
recently victimized typically feeling more fearful. Indirect victimization involves hearing about a crime from 
friends, family and the media. This type of victimization is, in fact, more common than direct victimization 
and may lead to the diffusion of fear throughout a community (Skogan & Maxfield, 1981).  
Psychosocial processes can also be associated with how safe people feel in a community and the incidence 
of crime. Integration into social networks may protect residents from the plausible negative impacts of fear 
and crime by providing a protective environment and by reducing feelings of vulnerability (Hale, 1996).  
Moreover, a physical environment can either increase or decrease crime. The Defensible Space Theory 
developed by Newman (1972) indicated that residential space could defend against criminal activity by 
focusing on territoriality. Territoriality is a central feature of the theory, and it refers to how people manage 
the space they own, how they occupy these spaces or use them at varying times. This implies that implementing 
principles of defensible space can reduce the fear of crime. This is because a good design of a physical 
environment can foster interaction between residents, facilitate natural surveillance and encourage a 
“proprietary attitude toward the neighbourhood” (Hale, 1996). In fact, environmental criminologists have 
viewed that poor design and structure of physical spaces can undermine surveillance and facilitates criminal 
opportunities (Newman, 1972; Rollwagen, 2016). Natural surveillance can be promoted in residential areas 
through housing designs that encourage residents to be watchdogs in their streets and by reducing the obstacles 
that restrict visibility (Zelinka & Brennan, 2001). In rural area, residents hardly report crimes because doing 
so is considered trivial or they fear reprisal (Smith, 2010). 
2.1 Empirical Literature 
Fear of crime is influenced by factors such as individual, social and physical environmental characteristics. 
In the context of individual characteristics, several studies have investigated the relationship of those 
characteristics to a fear of crime. For example, Roman and Ghalfin (2008) examined the degree to which 
individual-level demographic and social characteristics were associated with an increased fear of crime, such 
that this fear prevented a respondent from walking outdoors. The data used were analysed in 2007 from a 2005 
survey of 901 randomly selected individuals living in 55 neighbourhoods in Washington, DC. The results 
showed that age and female gender were associated with an increase in fear of crime. However, the percentage 
of a resident’s life that was spent in the same neighbourhood was associated with a decrease in fear.  
More importantly, women were more fearful than were men in neighbourhoods without violence. Wood et 
al. (2008) and Foster et al. (2010) found that gender was a significant predictor of feeling of safety in suburban 
areas.  In a more recent study, Lai et al. (2016) reported that their female respondents were more likely to be 
fearful about their home being burglarized or invaded than their male counterparts.  
In another related study, Mullen and Donnermeyer (1985) examined the relationship between age and 
perceived safety from crime among 891 rural residents from a state-wide victim study. They found that age 
had a direct and independent effect on perceived safety, while gender had no significant effect on perceived 
safety. This finding contradicted prior evidence that documented that females were more fearful of crime than 
were their male counterparts. This indicates that in a rural context, females feel no less vulnerable to crime 
than males do. 
The issue has been studied in various national contexts. For example, Jahic and Mitrani (2010) investigated 
the nature of criminal victimization in Istanbul.  They conducted face-to-face interviews using standard the 
International Crime Victim Survey (ICVS) questionnaire.  Their sample comprised 1,242 householders who 
were selected randomly. They found that fear of crime was comparably higher than in other European cities. 
Examples of such crime that were more prevalent included burglary and attempted burglary, car theft and theft 
from cars, as well as street robbery. They argued that fear of crime experienced by the citizens is a distinctive 
phenomenon, which is not necessarily directly related to the actual crime rate and actual risks of victimization.  
Rollwagen (2016) examined the relationship between dwelling type and the fear of crime using data from 
a large sample of Canadian urban residents. Rollwagen (2016) found that living in multi-unit dwellings 
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(apartment buildings) had no statistically significant impact on the fear of crime. Individuals living in high-
rise (five or more stories) and low-rise apartments (less than five stories) were less likely to be fearful of crime.  
Rollwagen (2016) suggested that this might be due to the fortress effect, whereby high-rise buildings can 
isolate individuals in physical space, providing security in the home, and create physical and social distances 
from the rest of the neighbourhood. In another related study, Kearns et al. (2012) examined residents living in 
a deprived area of Glasgow, Scotland. The results showed that individuals living in high-rise buildings tended 
to feel unsafe walking in their neighbourhood after dark and feel unsafe in their homes. Others have studied 
the impact of the fear of crime and walking in a neighbourhood as well. Foster et al. (2012) also investigated 
fear of crime as a deterrent to walking. The authors used a sample of 1,044 homeowners in Perth, Western 
Australia and found that fear of crime is associated with lower odds of transport walking.  
The impact of neighbourhoods has been studied as well. Foster et al. (2013) argued that neighbourhood 
planning and design characteristics can affect resident’s perceptions of crime related to safety. They found that 
increases in retail land-uses, in particular shop-retail land use, was a key environmental factor affecting 
residents’ perceived crime risk.  
Social relationships have an impact as well. Jacobs (1961) and Newman (1972), as cited in Rollwagen 
(2016), suggested that social relationships between neighbours can reduce the fear of crime because familiarity 
creates a sense of reassurance and trust among neighbours. Velez’s (2001) study showed that an individual’s 
likelihood of victimisation was minimized in neighbourhoods that have strong social ties, even in 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods. Temelova et al. (2014) suggested that property crime was more sensitive to 
opportunity for crime (e.g., housing quality and structure) and guardianship and security (e.g., police protection 
and neighbourhood control). 
Other scholars have studied this issue in Malaysia. Through a survey on fear of crime among residents in 
housing areas with gated and non-gated residences in Bandar Baru Bangi, Selangor and Precinct 9B, Putrajaya, 
Abdullah et al. (2012) observed that respondents inhabiting a gated residential area exhibited a greater fear of 
crime than those in a non-gated residential area. From a different angle, Sakip et al. (2016) examined the sense 
of safety and fear of crime among residents living in a neighbourhood with no fences in Malaysia. They found 
that the more people go out at night and longer a resident lived in a residential area were significant with 
respect to perceptions of crime in the neighbourhood. These findings provide additional insights into the way 
the built environment shapes the sense of security. In a similar vein, Mohit and Hannan (2012) found that 
location of housing had an influence on the level of safety in Kuala Lumpur. For example, the level of safety 
of houses located along the main road was higher compared to houses located around open spaces.  
These reviews suggest that fear of crime depends on three main factors, namely, 1) individual, 2) social and 
3) environmental characteristics. Empirical evidence of the significant role of these three factors has been 
restricted to urban areas in Malaysia, although rural crime is an “antithesis to urban crime”. Koffman’s (1996) 
study in Aberystwyth, Wales, with a focus on victimization and its social impacts in rural areas confirmed that 
fear of crime exists in a semi-rural setting. However, several offences were unreported, with more than half 
not being brought to the attention of the police. Therefore, the author concluded that using the official crime 
statistics to identify rural crime problems inherently provides an incomplete picture of rural crime, as it reveals 
little information about a local community’s experience with crime, its level of fear, its relationships with 
police.  Hence, this current study explains the fear of crime and the feeling of safety among rural dwellers in 
Malaysia. 
3. Methodology 
A total of 87 residents, age 20 and above were interviewed. More than half of the participants were female.  
Most participants were between 35 and 45 years old.  This sample was selected randomly using convenient 
sampling.  The present study adopted and modified the standard International Crime Victim Survey (ICVS) 
questionnaire. Data were collected through face-to-face interviews, using the modified ICVS questionnaire. 
The survey instrument had questions relating to perceptions of safety, including several measures of fear of 
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crimes (i.e., fear of walking alone at night; fear at home at night).  Other data were collected, including socio-
demographic information (i.e., gender and age), housing information (i.e., home type, length of time in the 
current home and the number of people living together), information relating to the interviewee’s experience 
in the neighbourhood (i.e., social ties and perceptions of neighbourhood disorder) and types of home safety 
control mechanisms used (i.e., burglar alarm, special door locks, a dog that can detect a burglar, a high fence, 
a caretaker or security guard, a formal neighbourhood watch scheme, and a friendly arrangements with 
neighbours to watch each other’s homes). 
Two indicators of fear of crime were examined in this study.  The first, fear of crime while in the 
neighbourhood, was measured by asking the participants how safe they felt when walking alone in their area 
after dark.  Response options included feeling very safe, fairly safe, a bit unsafe and very unsafe.  The second, 
fear of crime while at home, was measured by asking participants how they felt when at home at night.  
Response options included feeling very safe, fairly safe, a bit unsafe and very unsafe.  Similar measures of fear 
of crime were used by Rollwagen (2016). 
4. Results and Discussion 
With the aim of knowing the feeling of safety among the residents, all participants were asked the following 
questions:  
• How safe do you feel when walking alone in your area after dark? 
• How safe do you feel when you are home alone after dark? 
The result of the participants’ feelings of safety by gender is presented in Table 1.  Results with respect to 
the first question, as presented in Panel A of Table 1, indicate that about 11.49% of the people in the rural area 
feel very unsafe when walking alone after dark.  When the data are broken down by gender, women (13.33%) 
have more fear of being unsafe than men (7.41%).  Furthermore, the percentage of women who feel very safe 
is slightly lower than men (8.33%, as compared to 11.11% for men), indicating that women perceive their 
home area to be riskier than men do. 
Table 1. Feeling of Safety by Gender 
 All (n = 87) Male (n = 27) Female (n = 60) 
 Number % Number % Number % 
Panel A:  Walking alone after dark    
Very safe 8 9.20 3 11.11 5 8.33 
Fairly safe 39 44.83 9 33.33 30 50.00 
A bit unsafe 30 34.48 13 48.15 17 28.33 
Very unsafe 10 11.49 2 7.41 8 13.33 
Panel B:  At home alone after dark    
Very safe 15 17.24 3 11.11 12 20.00 
Fairly safe 39 44.83 11 40.74 28 46.67 
A bit unsafe 14 16.09 8 29.63 6 10.00 
Very unsafe 19 21.84 5 18.52 14 23.33 
Results regarding the second question report that the feeling of being unsafe among the people when they 
are at home alone after dark was double (21.84%) compared to the feeling when they are walking alone after 
dark (11.49%).  As reported in Panel B of Table 1, again, women feel more very unsafe (23.33%) when they 
are home alone after dark compared to men (18.52%).  The results of this study are consistent with the results 
observed by Lai et al. (2016) who found that their female respondents are likely to be more fearful than their 
male counterparts. 
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To understand why some homes are more at risk of crime than others, the participants were also asked a 
few questions about the security (either social or physical safety) of their homes.  The following questions 
were asked of the participants:  Is your home protected by the following... 
• a burglar alarm, 
• special door locks, 
• a special window or door grills, 
• a dog that can detect a burglar, 
• a high fence, 
• a caretaker or security guard, 
• a formal neighbourhood watch scheme, 
• friendly arrangements with neighbours to watch each other’s homes, and 
• not protected by any of these. 
Eleven participants stated that none of the security measures (either social or physical) were used to protect 
their home.  The maximum number of the types of protection used was five.  However, only two of the 
participants reported that they use five types of security measures at home. On average, the participants 
reported that two types of protection were used to ensure the security of their home.   
Table 2 reports the type of security control used at home in the community in the rural area in the Northern 
region of Malaysia.  As can be seen from Table 2, 52 participants mentioned that they used special window or 
door grills as their home security. The results demonstrate that these special windows/door grills are mostly 
used (59.77%) by the participants. The second most widely type of security used to protect the homes in the 
sample was friendly arrangements with neighbours to watch each other’s homes.  This is used by 36 
participants, which was 41.38% of the sample. The third most mentioned types of security used was security 
doors. The security doors are used by 24 participants representing 27.59% of the sample.  Interestingly, only 
three participants used a dog to secure their home. The low number of participants who used this type of 
security might be due to religious reasons.  Looking at the demographic background of the participants, all of 
them were Muslims. 
Table 2. Type of Security Used at Home 
Security used Valid responses 
 Number % 
Alarm system 11 12.64 
Security doors 24 27.59 
Special windows/door grills 52 59.77 
Dog 3 3.45 
High fence 11 12.64 
Security guard 8 9.20 
Neighbourhood watch scheme 15 17.24 
Neighbourly control 36 41.38 
None 11 12.64 
 
Because the special windows/door grills were found to be the type of security most used, the study further 
investigated whether having special windows/door grills made the participants feel safe at home when they 
were alone after dark. To perform this analysis, a cross-tabulation analysis was performed between homes 
with/without special windows/door grills and people’s feeling of safety when they were at home alone after 
dark.  For the purposes of this analysis, individuals who responded as having their home protected by special 
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windows/door grills were coded as ‘1’, and those whose homes are not protected by special windows/door 
grills were coded as '0'. 
Table 3 reports the results of the community’s feeling of safety, either with or without special windows/door 
grills.  As can be seen from the Table, the feeling of being very safe and fairly safe among members of the 
community in the rural area of Northern Malaysia when at home alone after dark was higher (19.23% and 
46.15%, respectively) with special windows/door grill than was being at home without special windows/door 
grills (14.29% and 42.86%, respectively).  As expected, the feeling of very unsafe was double for those living 
at home alone after dark without special windows/door grills compared to those being at home with special 
windows/door grills (31.43% vs 15.38%, respectively). 
Table 3. At Home Alone after Dark with/without Special Windows/Door Grills 
 With special 
windows/door grills  
(n = 52) 
Without special 
windows/door grills  
(n = 35) 
 Number % Number % 
Very safe 10 19.23 5 14.29 
Fairly safe 24 46.15 15 42.86 
A bit unsafe 10 19.23 4 11.43 
Very unsafe 8 15.38 11 31.43 
5. Conclusion 
The present study investigates the nature of community safety in a rural housing area in the Northern region 
of Malaysia. It investigates people’s feelings of safety and types of security commonly used to protect 
themselves. 
The findings of the present study indicate that residents in this rural area in the Northern part of Malaysia 
do not perceive their community as being that dangerous. The fear of crime among the community is quite 
low, and women were found to feel more unsafe than men.  More than half of the community used special 
window/door grills to protect their home.  Interestingly, the level of feeling very unsafe being at home alone 
after dark was double when their home was not protected by special windows or door grills. 
The results of this study are important and provide the police with information on how they can get involved 
to help improve community safety. Future studies should investigate the type of crimes and experiences of 
crime victimization using the International Crime Victim Survey (ICVS). 
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